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To analyze differences in participation in and motivation behind extracurricular 
involvement, an exploratory research study was conducted at Ithaca College. The 
purpose of this study was to examine differences in gender representation in 
extracurricular involvement in higher education. Both primary and secondary 
research was conducted on topics of student engagement, extracurricular 
attendance and participation. The study was intentionally designed to be 
specific to Ithaca College’s campus community and provide a deeper 
understanding of what motivates students to participate in extracurricular 
activities.
This survey analysis report is an excerpt of the full research project. 
The full project includes additional primary research in the form of interviews and 
focus groups and will be completed in May 2020. 
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Why student engagement research?
Student engagement and involvement has defined 
my experience at Ithaca College. The organizations 
I’ve been involved with since my first year have provided 
me with amazing friendships, mentors, and leadership 
skills. I enjoyed working with so many different students 
and began working as a Student Leadership Consultant in 
the Office of Student Engagement during my sophomore 
year. As an extension of the Division of Student Affairs and 
Campus Life, working in this office laid the groundwork for 
my interest in this area. As I was planning workshops and 
assisting other student organizations, I regularly thought 
about why students do or do not get involved on campus.
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My experience working as an SLC, personal observations, 
and conversations with professional staff members attracted 
me to this research topic. I noticed a much greater number of 
women than men getting involved in student organizations 
and other engagement programs, but couldn’t determine a 
concrete reason why. My major and many of my own 
involvements skew majority women-identifying students, so 
I wanted to know if this was a campus-wide pattern or not.
Does gender even have an impact or are some people just 
predisposed to involvement and engagement more than 
others? I attempted to answer this question and examine 
what motivates students to get involved through designing 
this research study.
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SLCs work with professional staff members on 
leadership, involvement, and service projects.
It is important to note that this is not perfect data.
As with any study that relies on self-report methods, there are bound to be flaws in 
the data. However, as an exploratory study, this research is intended to be an 
initial look into patterns of student engagement and hopefully inspire further 
research in this area. The results of the survey might only be a fraction of the full 
student body at Ithaca College, but they can still provide meaningful information 
about involvement motivation and participation.
Potential biases in this data include the sample size and participant demographics 
(Appendix B-D). As will be explored through this study, significantly more women 
than men completed the survey. In addition, there was a greater percentage of 
survey participants from the School of Communications compared to other 
academic schools.
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The scope of this research study focuses primarily 
on cisgender men and women. Non-binary and 
transgender perspectives were collected and 
incorporated into the analysis of the survey data. 
However, due to the very small sample sizes of 
these populations (Appendix B), data from 
non-binary and transgender survey responses was 
not able to be incorporated into all areas of the 
study. 
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Logistics, Administration, & Participation
The survey was conducted online and administered via an anonymous Google 
Form. The instrument (Appendix A) has 34 total questions, using a combination of 
multiple choice, Likert scale, and free response formats.  Screening questions and 
branch logic was used to ensure only relevant participants were taking the survey. 
The survey was given to current Ithaca College students, in addition to recent 
alumni who graduated within the past five years (class of 2015-2019).
The survey instrument and recruitment practices were approved by Ithaca 
College’s Institutional Review Board (IRB Approval #132). Survey respondents 
were recruited via email, flyers, social media, and personal outreach. All 
respondents were eligible to enter a drawing for a $20 Amazon gift card after 
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Research Findings & Analysis
When examining the survey data, four patterns emerged:
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These patterns are all supported by various data points from the survey 
responses. Additional data provided by Ithaca College was used to 
supplement these findings. This includes data from IC Engage, a portal and 
database for student organizations at Ithaca College. 
14
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Women at Ithaca College are more involved than 
men, and their involvement increases over time.
Across various involvement types, there are more women than men participating in student 
engagement activities at Ithaca College. 18% more women reported being members of a 
student organization than men in the survey. This pattern is evident in a wide variety of student 
organization types and topics, and even extends into campus employment. 71.7% of women 




The survey data also suggests that more college women are 
involved at a deeper level than men. This might be in the 
form of leadership positions, the amount of involvements, or 
other additional responsibilities beyond just membership.
63.1% of women respondents reported holding a leadership 
position in a  student organization, compared to only 46.5% 
of men. However, data from IC Engage, the portal used by all 
college recognized student organizations, suggests this 
difference is actually even greater. Recognized student 
organizations are required to list their officers in IC Engage 
and in the 2019-2020 academic year there were 979 women 
who held officers positions, compared to 429 men. While 
there is currently a higher percentage of women 
undergraduate students than men (56.4% vs 41.7% 




Women students are also more involved in the larger 
campus community, not just within the groups they 
have  a direct tie to. Although it is not used at all 
events, many offices, academic departments, and 
student organizations at Ithaca College use IC Engage 
to track attendance at their events. Since switching to 
this platform, most large scale events at the college 
track attendance with IC Engage and students’ ID 
numbers. Between August 2019 and February 2020, 
women attended an average of 2.23 events each, 
whereas men attended an average of 1.57 events 
each. In addition, 72% of women and 65.3% of men 
attended at least one event during this time period 
(tracked by IC Engage). This data suggests that 
women students are involved at a deeper level in 
various aspects of their college career.
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While the amount of students who are very heavily involved in extracurriculars is much smaller than the 
general student population, there are more women among those who devote a large portion of time to these 
involvements. This pattern holds true even among the most involved students. 10.1% of women survey 
respondents noted spendings 18 hours or more on extracurricular involvements each week, compared to 
6.8% of men. In addition, 20.83% of women alumni surveyed (class of 2015-2019) indicated this level of high 
involvement. Perhaps women students get more involved and devote more time to extracurriculars as they 
progress through their college career, as compared to other students.
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“I would be involved less and focus on what really mattered towards my future career and my 
interests.” ~ Woman, Class of 2021, School of Business
“I would have done less. A lot less. … Now that I will be a graduate soon, I have learned my lesson 
and am cutting down a lot.” ~ Woman, Class of 2020, School of Business
“I would have worried less about not doing enough. Looking back, I was doing plenty and should've 
spent more personal time on myself!” ~ Woman, Class of 2019, School of Communications
20
5
Women face added pressure and feel like they have to 
do more to compete with their male counterparts.
15 percentage points higher 
than college men
18 percentage points higher 
than college men




Women students feel a greater pressure to be perfect than men. When survey respondents were asked to 
rank their feelings towards the statement “I regularly feel pressure to be perfect,” 28.4% more women 
agreed or strongly agreed. However, many men respondents noted they did not feel this pressure regularly 
and disagreed with this statement (20.5% of men survey respondents).
23
5
Women college students compare themselves to their peers on a regular basis. This is not the case for men, 
at least not  to the same degree. 12.1% more women survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “I regularly compare myself to my peers” than men. Furthermore, 22.7% of men respondents 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, compared to only 6.9% of women.
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survey respondents regularly feel like they are not doing enough
survey respondents regularly feel like they are not doing enough
Survey data shows that college women often feel like they are not doing enough. When survey respondents 
were asked to rank their feelings towards the statement, “I regularly feel like I am not doing enough as a 
college student,” 56.4% of women respondents agreed or strongly agreed with this statement, compared to 
36.4% of men. While both men and women disagreed with this statement, a greater number of men than 
women disagreed. 45.5% of men respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, 
compared to 27.7% of women, showing how the majority of men feel like they are doing enough.
25
5
Even if they are very subtle influences, the majority of women respondents noted added pressures felt in college 
related to being a woman in their responses (58.7%). Various survey responses from women mentioned how women 
students face more pressure than men in college (13.4%), added pressure to be taken seriously by peers, professors, 
and others (13.4%), and pressure to compete for future jobs (11.8%). All of these pressures factor into a feeling among 
women students that they need to do more, work harder, and prove themselves on a regular basis (24.4%).
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“Females might feel more stressed because they often face more obstacles in the real world.”
 ~ Man, Class of 2022, School of Communications
“As someone who identifies as a woman, I feel pressure to prove myself as academically capable and intelligent. I 
find myself having to push against my male peers and inserting myself in order to be taken seriously and 
regarded as intelligent.” ~  Woman, Class of 2020, School of Humanities and Sciences
“As a women in STEM, I think that my gender identity added an additional pressure as to the fact that my field is 
male-dominated. I felt that I had to excel academically and in academic-related extracurriculars in order to prove 
myself  to male peers.” ~ Woman, Class of 2021, School of Humanities and Sciences
“As a woman of color, there are more pressures to be successful in every aspect of our lives. Especially attending a 
PWI, we’re constantly facing imposter syndrome and pressure to validate our space in the classroom and on 
campus. In my experience, I didn’t really practice self care until it was crucial because I felt taking time to take 
care of myself showed weakness.” ~ Woman, Class of 2019, School of Humanities and Sciences
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Survey data shows that college men are less worried about the future than women. 
70.7% of women respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the 
statement “I am frequently worried about my future as a college 
student,” compared to 56.8% of men. Of course, college men do think and worry 
about their future, but not to the same degree or as frequency as college women.
In addition to this worry surrounding their future, college women reported feeling less 
confident than men regarding career success. When asked to rank their feelings towards 
the statement “I feel confident I will be able to achieve my career goals,” the majority of 
survey respondents agreed (47.3%). Yet, much more men respondents strongly agreed 
with this statement (47.7%) than women (22.9%). Women are likely more hesitant to 
strongly agree with this statement because they feel like they have to do more to be 
perceived on the same level as their male counterparts, and might see more potential 
barriers in their future than men. 
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64.9% of women survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, “The pressures I 
feel as a college student impact my level of extracurricular involvement,” compared to 41.9% of men. 
Furthermore, 34.9% of men respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement, compared to 
13.3% of women. Based on data from stress-related questions in the survey, it is clear that women are facing 
higher levels of pressure than men. If men are not experiencing as high of a level of stress and pressure, it 
would not impact their extracurricular involvement much as it does not play as big a role in their lives.
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Women look for career advancement opportunities in 
extracurriculars. Men are more socially motivated.
Overall, when it comes to extracurricular involvement, most students are looking for valuable experience and 
professional development (75.8%), a way to meet new people (90.8%), sense of community (75.8%), a way to 
have fun (76.3%), and a way to express themselves and pursue interests (65.8%). While men respondents actually 
report similar or ever so slightly higher preferences for these criteria, women report higher preference for skills 
based criteria, or things that will give them an advantage after graduating college. These include learning a new 
skill (69.1% women vs 55.8% men), involvements that look good on a resume (71.8% women vs 65.1% men), 
career advancement (44.7% women vs 39.5% men), and leadership experience (69.1% women vs 60.5% men).
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Women are largely motivated by career advancement and leadership opportunities in extracurricular 
involvements. The majority of students are motivated to get involved with extracurriculars when it is 
something related to their hobbies and interests (88.7% of survey respondents) and allows them to meet 
new people (70% of survey respondents). However, when it comes to career advancement as a motivator, 
11.5% more women respondents indicated this influences their extracurricular involvement than men. 
Similarly, men are motivated by leadership opportunities in extracurriculars (51.2%), but not as much as 
women (58.5%). Men respondents also ranked their success in college higher than women. 38.6% of 
men respondents strongly agreed with the statement “I feel like I have achieved success during my 
college career, compared to 28.2% of women. Other survey data shows that men respondents feel less 
stress and worry surrounding their future, so they likely don’t focus on leadership opportunities as much 
because they don’t feel like they need to, and they already feel like they are very successful.
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“Extracurricular activities are just for fun and do not matter much in the long run in my life, while 
academics have a direct impact on my future.” ~ Man, Class of 2023, School of Communications
“I have a tendency to put more emphasis on my club than my academics because it is more related 
to my professional development as I leave college.” ~ Woman, Class of 2020, School of Music
76.7% of men respondents reported being motivated to get involved in extracurriculars by the opportunity to 
spend time with friends, compared to 63.3% of women. While career opportunities are important to all students, 
men are often more socially motivated and focused on having fun in their extracurricular involvements than 
women. Women tend to view academics and extracurriculars more equally than men, due to their career influenced 
motivation behind involvement. When asked about differing motivation between extracurricular and academic 
commitments, 13.3% of men respondents noted academics as being more important than extracurriculars in their 
responses, compared to 7.7% of women. 
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While there are various differences in gender identity 
representation and extracurricular participation, 
athletics tend to be an exception. Many if not most 
student organizations at Ithaca College have a 
majority of women members, while athletics are more 
evenly distributed. 6.9% of women survey 
respondents noted participating in JV or Varsity 
athletics, compared to 9.3% of men. Athletics are 
thought of as a more stereotypically “masculine” 
activity in our society, and while college women are 
more involved overall, athletics act as more of an 




Gender identity impacts the type of involvement for 
students who identify outside of the gender binary.
Gender identity plays the biggest role in extracurricular 
motivation and participation for those who identify outside of 
the gender binary. 100% of non-binary and transgender survey 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “The 
pressures I feel as a college student impact my level of 
extracurricular involvement.”
Furthermore, students who don’t identify as cisgender often seek 
out and are more motivated by leadership opportunities. Even more 
so than cisgender women, these students likely seek out these 
additional opportunities because they feel like they have to do more 
to compete with their peers and be taken seriously. 77.8% of 
non-binary and transgender survey respondents noted leadership 
opportunities as a motivator for extracurricular involvement, 
compared to 58.5% of women and 51.2% of men.
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Non-binary and transgender students often seek out spaces with common students. This is often through membership of 
affinity or identity based groups, such as gender and sexuality or culture, race, and ethnicity related organizations. 44.4% 
of non-binary and transgender respondents noted being a member of a culture, race, or ethnicity related organization. In 
addition, 66.7% of non-binary and transgender respondents reported being a member of a gender or sexuality related 
organization, compared to only 7.3% of men. Students who don’t identify as cisgender might have a stronger affinity to 
these groups and specifically seek out these spaces, whereas cisgender men might not see a reason to join these groups 
as they are the societtally accepted an often favored identity. 
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Survey suggests that men are less likely to participate in advocacy and social justice related extracurriculars, while 
non-binary and transgender students reported the highest level of involvement in these groups. Non-binary and 
transgender students likely have the highest participation in these organizations because they might feel a greater need 




Analysis & Next Steps
This research suggests that while self-identified men and women might not have 
drastically different reasons for initially getting involved, the level of involvement 
and motivation behind taking on leadership roles does vary. Women regularly 
expressed feeling higher levels of stress than men, as well as experiencing greater 
pressure to achieve perfection. This pressure permeates all aspects of the college 
experience, and is exemplified in student engagement through a greater number 
of extracurricular involvements and leadership roles. A potential explanation 
behind this is a feeling among college women that they not only need to do 
everything, but excel at everything.
Many women expressed feeling like they had to work harder than their male 
counterparts to achieve success in their intended career, which is likely a 
reason behind greater levels of extracurricular participation.
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While this study is specific to Ithaca College’s campus 
community, it provides insights and analysis on patterns 
in student engagement in higher education as a whole. 
The full research project will incorporate qualitative 
research and include suggestions for improvement that 
could be extended to other colleges and universities. This 
study was designed with the hopes that it will serve as 
inspiration for further research in this area.
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This research was conducted as part of an independent 
study course at Ithaca College in the Spring 2020 
semester. The remainder of the semester will be 
dedicated to analysis of the other primary research 
methods used in this study: in-depth interviews and 
focus groups.
Both primary and secondary research will be compiled 
into a comprehensive research report in May 2020.
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The survey for this research study 
was administered through Google 
Forms.














Health Sciences & 
Human Performance 40 15.9%
Music 17 6.8%
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